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Victor is ashamed to walk in the street without the coat he 
wore all winter. Feels naked without it. The piss stain on 
the front of his trousers is noticeable. All the urine never 
seemed to come away at once. & worrying factor. He wears a 
black crombie overcoat. One imagines he has had it all his 
life. 


Victor is on his way to the police, wearing his big heavy 
coat. He is walking down Sherwood Street in the middle of 
the afternoon. A bright sunny day but the sun never does 
much for Sherwood Street. If Victor had his way he would 
keep it winter here all the year round. Rain-lashed and 
wind-swept. An overcast sky is better suited to the tone of 
these tenements. This prewar slum-clearance stuff takes on 
a seabby look in the sun. 


Three narrow streets straddling a steep hill half-a-mile 
long. Victor passes some old folk stuck for breath on the 
steep hill. They are making their way back from down there. 
Everything is down there. Shops, chapel, pub, bookie, bingo, 
bus stop and cop shop. 


Victor lives right at the top, in No. 3, close to the 
spinsters' flats. ° 


mm, wee 

He is walking down on the side of the even numbers. & habit 
of his. The moment he steps out of No. 3 he immediately 
crosses the street. And coming back he keeps to the side of 
the even numbers, only cutting across when he arrives 
directly opposite No. 3. Yet between pavement and pavement 
only that little strip of tarmacadamed roadway not twelve : 
feet wide. For as long as he ean Victor likes to stay on the 


4, side which is not his own. The side he ig not identified 
. with. He likes to pretend that he is passing up and down 
Sherwood Street purely by accident. ? 
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4 cluster of fishwives in a closemouth up ahead, and Victor's 
knees turn to jelly. He creeps past oluntey » face turned 
away. & grey day in a grey street. yr he 
Earlier the day had a rosier Nese Juioter was at his bedro 
window when Miriam came past in the street. How easy it 
just to show yourself like that, just to beckon with, your ] 
inger and you had her. This tidy wife with her Le bags, A 
oming back from the shops, a compactly-built, extremely 


neat, soberly got-up young woman with that severe no-nonsense 
look on her face, veiling her vulnerability. ‘She would come 
all right. Abe's tidy wife would come, One-Legged Abe at his 
window with the binoculars, poor &be who lost hig leg in the 
foundry. She would come for Victor as she came for all the . is 
others. Plenty of others. 411 he had to do was show himself 
there at the window, beckon a finger and he had her. 
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"Not in there," Miriam said. a. "He can see right in there! from 
our place," m 
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Vic rv pulled the bedroom door shut. 
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"And this room as well," liriam said, pointing her head 
towards the second bedroom. "Qnly there's no bed in there, 
anyway, is there?" 


She was a little flushed and breathless after the stairs. 
Close to her in the unlit lobby Victor could sense the 
woman's strength, The strength of her hungering. He was 
looking at the message bags, crammed with groceries, which 
hung from each of her hands. Would there be something for 
him there? 


"You want to get curtains or something up on your windows," 
Miriam said. "We can see you dead easy any time we want. If 
you want to know, that's about all Abe ever does. I think 
the bastard's going queer, do you know that? I think he's 
taken a fancy to you. Day and bloody night, it's all he ever 
does. 'Gome and see this, Miriam, come and see this!! I 
thought it was some bird at first. But Christ it's you! I'L 
bet he's at the window right now." 


That left the living-room, which was on the other side of 

the flat. "What's wrong with in here?" Miriam said, pushing 
her way in. She put down her bags and stood with her back to 
the fireplace. The living-room was clearly somebody's bedroom, 
& bed settecwas drawn out across the middle of the floor. & 
nightdress hung across the wooden rail at the foot of the bed, 
A brassiere peeked out from under a pillow. 


"Who sleeps in here?" Miriam said. She unbuttoned her coat 


and laid it on a chair. "Your wife?" 


She turned and ran the backs of her fingers upwards through 
her hair. 


"Oh, I know what's what all right," Miriam said. "I'm near 
round the bend myself with that nut case up there. Him and 


his German binoculars," 


Victor picked up Lottie's things from the bed and went into 
the scullery with them. He put them in a laundry bag under 

the sink. The right place for them. Lottie would approve of 
that. Lottie liked things in their proper places. And things 
used as they were meant to be used. Like s- The right use 
of rooms. The law of the Prophets to the Pharisees, A day of 
dark shame in Lottie's life: the day she was rorced into 
‘making the living room her permanent sleeping-place. The room 
of the shiny objects. It was like keeping coal in the bath tub. 
The Meiklejohns in 28 were said to be at that. 


The day she left Victor's bed and went to sleep in the second 
bedroom was happy by comparison. Death-trap though it was, she 
had to admit. No chimmney, not even an air vent. In winter the 
moisture from the scullery would condense on the freezing walls. 
Moulds formed on the furniture. Great clumps of fungi sprouted 
on the walls. The damp settled on the bed-clothes you clung to, 
and hovered in the air you breathed. Lottie stuck it two winters 


running. 


"He likes saying it," Miriam said, "the words, like. He gets a 
thrill when he talks to me about it. That's all he's got now." 


She was on tiptoe, preening herself before the mirror on the 
fireplace wall. 
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"The things you get up to in that room. I thought you knew. I 
told him. I said, 'He's only doing it because he knows you're 
watching.' If nothing's doing he just stands there reading 
comics. He'd break my neck if he ever found out I was up here." 


Victor was staring into the empty lobby as if expecting 
someone to suddenly appear there. He had begun to tremble. 
The strength slowly drained from him and inwardly he sagged. 
The same strength which had brought him to the window, kept 
him stationed there on the look-out most of the morning, 
helped him to beckon when she came into view - now proved 
false. He should have known better than to trust it. He 
knew never to trust these sudden bursts of euphoria, these 


bright moments of self-assurance. 


Miriam gave a little mock shudder with her whole body exposed 
to the air. She bent slightly and went onto the bed on her 
knees. She seemed to detect no sign of discomposure in Victor. 


Victor watched the woman's back reflected in the glass doors 
of the display case. The shiny objects looked out at him. What 
a confused, affronted look they had. He hardly ever noticed 
them anymore. &ll their sparkle gone. The bed had cut them 
down to size, 4 bed means fluff and dust and stoor in the air. 
You have to be out with the hoover and wiping and polishing 
the whole time. That is if you wanted to have the ideal living- 
room, which “ottie did. All right if you had a mid-servant. 
and Lottie had to go out to work every day. Always the rush to 
beat the clock. 


Knick-nacks she called them. Her knick-nacks, Lottie's little 
knick-nacks. The glass ashtrays did not gleam anymore. This 
had been the showpiece, this room, The wall-to-wall carpet and 
the colour TV. It was the state of your living-room that 
determined your fate. It was like a test you had to pass. 
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One day the inspector of living-rooms would knock on your 
door, Lottie would recognise him at once. She had his picture 
before her in her mind's eye every day of her life. He had all | 
the necessary qualifications, was soaped and scented, and had 
long shapely fingers with beautifully manicured mils. a 
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You could not have faulted Lottie for not trying. In the 
beginning she did try to salvage something. At first she 
used to rise at 6 A.M. instead of 7~30. She used to lift 
and fold away the bed settee. She would gather up blankets 
and sheets and pillows, and lump them into a cupboard in 
the lobby. She used to sweep the carpet and dust the 
mantelpiece. Some mornings she even changed the curtains 


® 


or washed the windows. But that was only at first. = 
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The strain was beginning to tell on her, as the mushrooms 7 
burgeoning in the second bedroom had told on her. Poor 
Hubert Blakely fretted over her impaired performance in 
the office. Stuffing pay packéts with the wrong money was 
a serious affair: it turned the wages S 
dip. Naturally the gainers never squawked, but the losers 
came at Hubert ina fury, and poor Hubert had to 1 
It was happening rather too frequently. Even good kindly 


Hubert was not got 


the advantage? How long could 3 hold up with 
Lottie around? That was the tormenti 
had to face. 


stion Hubert 


a 
So Lottie had begun to let small things slide. The job at 


Blakely's just had to have priority. In the employ of 
Hubert Blakely, Engraver, Lottie had found a haven secure 
from Victor. What was a gold star compared to that? 


y to put up with it forever. Not that rev! 


"Be dirty," Miriam said. "Right dirty." * 
4 
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Victor knew it would not be possible. He had lost all talent 
for dirt. His hunger was not the same as Miriam's afterall. 
Other demons drove Victor. There would be no dirt, no sex, 
nothing. It would only be minutes before Miriam sensed it 
too. It had happened before. Lottie would return and bury 
her nose in the sheets, and there would be nothing. No trace 
of any act of his. 


When the thought of what he must do came to him, Victor was 
not in the least startled. And there was hardly even the 
smallest struggle. 


In the police station they treated Victor very gently. The 
time for blows and hard words was long past. They knew he 
was theirs for good and all. They gave him tea and offered 
him cigarettes. After a while they drove him up the street 
to No. 3 and went in with him to look for Miriam's corpse. 
She was still in Lottie's bed but covered now, almost like 


one asleep, and not a mark on her body. 


Later that day Lottie was informed by Hubert, and she broke 
down, the wage packets stacked neatly in front of her. 
Hubert consoled her, but surely, he reflected, there would 
be less mistakes in future. 


